him. The Turk, it turns out, is an offi cer of the sultan, armed with an order issued by the grand vizier to arrest the dragoman. Roboly is beaten, abused, and dragged on board the Ottoman ship Reala, where he is imprisoned in chains.
I read about this incident in a letter from the French consul in Alexandria to his superiors in Versailles, bound up in a volume of diplomatic correspondence in the Archives Nationales in Paris. 1 I was researching cultural exchange on imperial frontiers; I had encountered Roboly earlier in my readings, and my curiosity had been piqued by this character who seemed (not least because of his occupation) the very type of a "marginal" European, seeking out overseas opportunities.
Before I could read on, the archive closed for the day, and I was on tenterhooks wondering about the rest of the story. Why was the dragoman arrested? What happened to him next? I would soon discover that his life story held greater relevance to questions of nation, empire, and identity than I had anticipated.
I had been drawn to these volumes in the fi rst place because I was curious about the origins of European imperial desire in Ottoman Egypt. Inspired in part by Edward Said, who famously identifi ed the French invasion of Egypt (1798-1801) as the launchpad of modern Orientalism, I wanted to turn the page back to the period before the French invasion. Looking to these decades, when European ambitions were only beginning to take shape, and when Europeans constituted a small and relatively weak minority in Ottoman domains, helped to frame questions of culture and power in different terms. In the dispatches and memoranda of French diplomats-documents rarely consulted by cultural historians-I found not so much the foreshadowings of Orientalist discourse as repeated evidence of the cross-cultural relations that formed part of daily life for French nationals living in an Eastern, Muslim, imperial domain. The consular records were a treasure trove of incidents and encounters: adultery, madness, murder, apostasy, antiquities, the drunken escapades of French sailors on shore, or the regular avanias levied against French commerce by Ottoman authorities. The lines between empowered and powerless, even East and West, did not always seem clearly drawn; nor did individuals' allegiances necessarily fi t neatly within the borders between cultures or nations. Roboly's story in particular, as it unfolded in the dispatches, cast the ambiguities of national versus imperial identity into relief. It underscored the point that empires-while they develop hierarchies and rhetorics of difference-also contain considerable potential for crossing and cosmopolitan mixing. Imperial Trauma: Part 2
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Alexandria, Roboly's home, had been a hub of cosmopolitanism since ancient times. The city was perhaps history's fi rst melting pot, and was inhabited in antiquity by Egyptians, Greeks, Jews, Romans, and such a wealth of Christian sects-Orthodox, Arian, Monophysite, Gnostic-that "Christians," a baffl ed Emperor Hadrian wrongly concluded, must be "those who worship Serapis," or Jupiter. 2 You can still descend directly into the cosmopolitan world of the ancients, in the labyrinth of tombs that winds beneath the streets. In the catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqaffa, you can see Egyptian fi gures, standing with fi sts clenched, one foot before the other-but their heads are Roman portrait busts.
There are bodies of Roman legionaries, wearing sandals, armored skirts, and breastplates-but they are topped with the animal heads of the Egyptian gods: jackal, ibis, and hawk. Crowned, knotted serpents, and Apis bulls, fi gments of the weird pantheon of Ptolemaic Egypt, join Medusa and Horus on the walls. This is a place of fusions and mixtures, survivals and innovations. 3 And well into the twentieth century, when approximately a third of its residents were non-Arab or non-Egyptian, Alexandria remained a byword for diversity. The city's greatest poet, C. P. Cavafy, was Greek; the city's best-known prose memorialist, Lawrence Durrell, managed to write four novels about Alexandria without including a single major Muslim character. 4 The Italian poet Giuseppe Ungaretti was born Alexandria's status as a haven for foreigners, entrepreneurs, and outcasts may come as no surprise considering the crosscurrents of trade, culture, and migration that have always linked the shores of the Mediterranean. But the city's age-old cosmopolitanism owes as much to its history as it does to geographical setting. For, during most of its past, Alexandria was an imperial city. Founded by the Greeks, conquered by the Romans, ruled by the Arabs and the Ottomans, occupied briefl y by the French and later by the British, Alexandria has fl ourished (and not) within empires extending over such far-fl ung regions as Algeria, Bulgaria, Australia, and Jamaica. Modern Alexandria boasted an international aura, with Europeanizing architecture and a grid street plan, laid out in the nineteenth century by Egypt's ruler Muhammad Ali Pasha (himself an ambitious imperialist) and his successors; with an economy built on trade in wider imperial networks; and most conspicuously with a population marked by Greek, Italian, Syro-Lebanese, Jewish, and British communities, among others. As long as Alexandria was a city of empires, it was a city of many cultures. Today so much attention is paid to the way that empires divide people against each other that it is easy to forget how empires have also brought populations together, forcibly at times, yet often with enduring effects. The cosmopolitan possibilities of empire, as opposed to narrower defi nitions of national belonging, would shape the life of Etienne Roboly for good and for ill-just as they would shape the city in which he lived.
Alexandria was not bustling in Roboly's time. By the mid-eighteenth century, a combination of frequent plague epidemics and bad water supply had reduced Alexandria's population to fi ve thousand or so residents, while nearby Rashid (Rosetta) was a fl ourishing town three times the size. Alexandria remained signifi cant, however, as the only port in Egypt capable of harboring large ships and as the busiest port in the southeastern Mediterranean. Maritime trade was its lifeblood, exporting cotton, coffee, rice, and untanned leather, while importing textiles, paper, iron, silver, and gold. Power rested locally in the hands of Janissary governors and Jewish customs agents. (The latter would lose their offi ces, violently, to Syrian Christians in 1768.) Muslim merchants, particularly from the Maghreb, dominated Alexandria's commerce, but there were merchant houses from every European Mediterranean region with the apparent exception of Spain; and Austria, Holland, Sweden, and (sporadically) Britain were all represented there by chargés d'affaires. 6 In addition to running a permanent consular establishment in Alexandria,
France maintained a resident population of civilians with it. They lived in an oquelle (English okel, derived from the Egyptian Arabic word wikala), a multistory compound with a central courtyard, which was divided into fi fteen separate dwelling units, shops, offi ces, and a chapel. 7 The community called itself la nation, and each year, the consul sent his superiors at Versailles a list of its members, almost all of whom were from Provence: eight or ten businessmen and clerks, a few domestic servants and carpenters, an innkeeper, and, for a time, a French-Ottoman families, and also often into veritable dynasties of interpreters.
The Fornetti family, for instance, whose scions could be found manning French
Levantine consulates well into the nineteenth century, had been producing dragomans since about 1600. 16 The Robolys seem to have been something of an interpreting clan too, furnishing dragomans in Smyrna, Salonika, and Egypt. 17 Raised partly in foreign lands and trained to speak (among other languages)
Turkish, French, and Arabic with almost equal ease, a dragoman was the quintessential cosmopolitan-an insider and outsider rolled into one. As such, he was both an asset and a liability to his employers. On the one hand, dragomans had a native understanding of the local customs and rituals at the heart of diplomacy.
More than the consul's tongue and ears, a dragoman served as his eyes and hands too-especially, as was often the case, when the dragoman had lived in the region much longer than the consul himself. It was not unusual for France's dragomans, for instance, to pay offi cial visits and conduct negotiations without the consul even present. On the other hand, these were men of mixed, possibly suspect, loyalties. The French king was their master, and they lived in compounds with fel- low "French" subjects and protégés. Yet their strongest ties were not to Francewhere many had hardly been-but to their homes in the Ottoman empire, where they were rooted by family and job, pragmatism and preference. Until 1806, for instance, French dragomans were given the choice between wearing "Oriental" dress and Western uniforms; nearly all opted for turbans and robes, in place of hats and tight trousers. 18 In short, these were men for whom, as one of Louis XVI's ambassadors in Constantinople put it, France "is a fatherland in name only, and to which they have no desire to return." 19 Like many dragomans of his time, Roboly seems to have maintained at best a distant connection to France. By his own account, he had been in Egypt since 1735 (we must take his word for it, because too many Robolys appear in the French records to allow one to track his early career precisely), which meant that when a new consul, Etienne Fort, came to take over the Alexandria offi ce at the end of 1762, he found in Roboly a chief interpreter with nearly three decades' service in Egypt. 20 He also found, as his reports reveal, a dragoman deeply enmeshed in local business and politics-and a man who might be more capable of running the consulate than he was, which both of them knew.
The new consul relied heavily on his veteran dragoman as an emissary, informant, and adviser. There were Turkish offi cials to be wooed, French sailors to be bailed out of trouble, and European commercial rivals to be outdone. Most important, there were the unpredictable customs offi cers of the port, whose fl uctuating demands regularly had to be confronted and appeased. Fort entered the consulate at a particularly diffi cult time for foreign trade in the city: the "wicked, cruel and seditious" behavior of Alexandria's governors, he said, had reached "unheard-of excess." They demanded payments from French ships, refused to allow cargoes to be unloaded, and generally obstructed the fl ow of commerce.
Roboly was more necessary than ever. Using his friendships with high-ranking offi cials, and especially with Alexandria's Jewish customs agents, Roboly was able to help set French commerce back on an even keel by 1764. 21
It did not hurt that Roboly had a vested interest in facilitating trade. Dragomans were not, on the whole, well rewarded for their work. In supplement to their small salaries, it was customary for them to receive a portion of ancrages, a tax paid by incoming ships. It was also common, albeit offi cially prohibited, for them to engage in private trade-which Roboly certainly did. A one-off venture of his (and there must have been more) involved shipping tobacco from Salonika to Genoa, in conjunction with a local French merchant and with Jewish traders in Greece. But his chief business seems to have been exporting rice and coffee, staples of Egyptian trade, to Salonika and Smyrna. It was a veritable multinational concern, which took advantage of all his cosmopolitan connections: kinsmen could probably help Roboly in Smyrna and Salonika, while his partners in Alexandria were Muslim merchants hailing from Crete, Persia, and Greece. 22 Another, more unusual, endeavor was Roboly's collecting of antiquities.
Though the catacombs of Kom ash-Shuqaffa were only discovered in 1900-by accident, when a donkey slipped through a hole in the ground-Alexandria's denizens had long known about the buried ancient tunnels beneath the city. Roboly certainly did, and he also knew about the high social value his European contemporaries placed on antiquities. He intended to make the most of it. In a 1751 letter to Versailles, the French consul reported:
I have read to Sieur Roboly the response with which you honored me, Monseigneur, on the subject of his statues and antiques. Since M.
de Tournehem does not deem it appropriate to acquire them for the King . . . this dragoman . . . will profi t from the fi rst occasion that presents itself to dispose of them advantageously. I have nothing to add to the wise and judicious observations of M. de Boze; he is able to judge the merit of these sorts of monuments more surely . . . than I. 23 It is a brief passage, but a very tantalizing one, not least because it presents an early documented example of European antiquities-collecting in Egypt. It also suggests Roboly's considerable powers of self-promotion. 24 Here was an obscure functionary in a second-tier French consulate who had managed to attract the attention of the Parisian elite (Le Normand de Tournehem was Mme. de Pompadour's guardian, and Monsieur de Boze a noted book collector and connoisseur) and even to make propositions to the king himself. This was no small achievement.
In 1763, Roboly's interest in antiquities-collecting was enhanced when he made a fascinating, infl uential new friend: Edward Wortley Montagu (or as one 24. But see the equally tantalizing unfootnoted quotation from Sulause in Leslie Greener, The Discovery of Egypt (New York: Dorset, 1966) , 77: "The great stir this discovery has made in the country, in spite of all the precautions taken to keep it secret, prove beyond anything one could say, how much these three statues verily smell of antiquity. The authorities, indifferent to this kind of thing, of which they take no notice ordinarily, have become so annoyed at not possessing them themselves, that they wanted to take them by command from sieur Roboly . . . and it is only by the use of tact, manouevre, and money that he managed to calm their envy." Agostini's drawing was excellent, and it worked. Versailles expressed an interest in the piece by return of post. What did Roboly hope to gain from the transaction? Not money, for sure-at least not explicitly, since between gentlemen, that expectation would be crude. "It is enough that your Grandeur seems to want this piece of antiquity for him to sacrifi ce it," said Fort. No, Roboly looked for his rewards in the intangible currency of prestige. By "sacrifi cing" his statue for his king, he showed himself, in a single stroke, to be discerning, capable, generous, and loyal-all of which, naturally, he made sure the consul spelled out: "Sieur Roboly has had to spend a great deal here to procure the statue . . . and it still costs him a lot of trouble, care and work. I doubt that anybody other than this Dragoman, who is as well-known in the area as he is esteemed, could have succeeded in getting this piece, and I dare say . . . that this is one of the most upstanding people to be found in these parts." "Embellishing the King's antiquities Cabinet," continued Fort, was Roboly's only goal, "and he expressed to me several times his ardent desire to be able to have this honor." 30 In September 1765, Roboly's wish was at last fulfilled. The statue was packed up, permission obtained from the authorities to export it (which was itself a tricky task, requiring all Roboly's manipulative skills), and it was loaded onto a Marseilles-bound ship. On the whole, the episode was a splendid piece of selfpromotion for Roboly-and a splendid example of how marginal fi gures could use collecting as a device to advance themselves in European society. 31 The statue opened doors, just as Roboly had wished. Within six months, timing that was surely not accidental, he wrote directly to the minister to protest the suspension of anchorage fees-the only legal supplement to a dragoman's salary-and to 29. Fort to ministry, September 15, 1765, AN: AE B/ I/109. Picquigny, later duc de Chaulnes, had fled for Egypt the day after his wedding in 1758. The marriage was eventually dissolved; and the duke went on to write treatises on acids. demand compensation. 32 A direct address to the top brass by a low-ranking officer was most unusual, and only Roboly's recent coup with the statue could have emboldened him to make it. He also requested and received special permission to get married, a rare privilege for somebody of his rank. In March, 1766, "without noise and ceremony," Roboly wed Maria de Sommo, daughter of a Neapolitan merchant based in Alexandria. 33 It was no small irony that Roboly's patriotic gesture toward France hinged on his intimate local knowledge of Egypt-on his close contacts with Alexandria's scavengers and port authorities alike. According to a visiting Briton, "when any of the Bedouins (the people who spend their time in searching among the ruins) fi nd any [antiquities], they generally offer them fi rst to him." 34 Perhaps this was Roboly's greatest talent. For while his position as dragoman made him almost by defi nition a man of the margins, a permanent go-between, it also gave him the wherewithal to make his mark on a European elite and to assert his loyalty to France. Collecting paved a way from the cosmopolitan to the metropolitan, from Egypt to France.
And his arrest by the Turks, on July 20, 1767, would show just why he had been so concerned to prove his "Frenchness" all along.
At one o'clock in the morning after Roboly's capture, the offi cer who seized him, Roboly must have known things could only get worse when the ship set sail, bound fi rst for Syria, then on to the imperial capital. A tiny scrap of his writing, scrawled on a quarter-sheet of paper, slanted and nearly illegible, survives to tell of his torment. It took the ship an arduous thirty-three days from Syria, tossed on the swell of autumn storms, to reach land again. He arrived in Constantinople on December 22, fi ve months and two days from the start of his captivity on the ship. But land was no better. He was immediately loaded down with chains and fl ung into prison with the slaves, the sultan's dreaded bagnio, from which even a slip of paper would be lucky to get out. 39 Astonishingly, Roboly had survived the claimed by an imperial identity, while laying claim to a national one.
Though Roboly "had the reputation for being rich," when Consul Fort turned to his estate in the fall of 1768, he found Roboly's affairs in shambles. His assets were "in the hands of Turks, Moors, and Greeks, dispersed around Egypt and the Levant, and for the most part now insolvent, or of bad faith"; his debts were greater. 41 Ambassador Vergennes arranged a pension of fi ve hundred livres for his widow, Maria. Roboly's story ends with one last unconventional letter to Versailles. It is written in one hand and signed in another, clearly unaccustomed to the pen: "La Veuve Roboly"-the Widow Roboly. "The King's goodness,"
she said, will never be erased from my memory and [I] will . . . number among my most essential duties the obligation to pray to God for the prolongation and happiness of His Majesty's days. The sentiment of humanity which has made Your Grandeur take an interest in my unfortunate plight, makes me look at the Grace that the King has been so kind as to offer me, as a good which I owe to the generous feelings of Your Grandeur, to whom I can only very feebly express the true recognition which I hold in my heart. 42 Roboly would have approved of his wife's loyalty to the king of France. After all, he had died seeking acknowledgment of his own allegiance to France. In much the way that he had helped pull Frenchmen back from "turning Turk," he had It seems more than coincidence that Roboly's collision with identity and empire took place in Alexandria, since his experience eerily foreshadowed the postcolonial history of Alexandria itself. Had he been born a century and a half later, Roboly would have found himself wrong-footed for a different set of reasons concerning national and imperial identities. The nineteenth and early twentieth centuries had seen Alexandria's population reach its high-water mark of diversity, with up to 30 percent of its inhabitants hailing from non-Arab or non-Muslim ethnic and religious communities. 44 In 1956, President Gamel Abdel Nasser passed legislation nationalizing foreign-owned companies and encouraging (or in some cases forcing) foreign nationals and "non-Egyptians" to leave. Massive exoduses of Jews, Greeks, and other minority groups followed; and within a couple of years the city's population was, as it remains, composed almost entirely of people considered to be Egyptian. 45 I walked past art deco apartment blocks and peered into grand, decrepit foyers with rococo plasterwork and dust-caked elevator grills, marble stairs with dented brass railings. They were lit by bright, naked bulbs of irregular sizes, as if each had been hand-blown to order. My hotel also gave off the distinct sense of being a relic. In the lobby was a telephone the size of a cash register, with a crank on the side and cloth-wound wires, and a glass case fi lled with tatty stuffed birds, surmounted by a swan, frozen in takeoff or landing, it was unclear which.
I sat in Western-style cafés, a novelty in a country where cafés are very much men's worlds, for smoking hookahs and playing dominos. Pastroudis, once the haunt of Alexandria's cosmopolitan elite, seemed like a set on an abandoned Hollywood lot. A whole wall of Sophianapolou's coffee store, with its big brass roasting machines, was covered with a poster of the Kaaba at Mecca by night. One afternoon, I was at a café on the Midan Saad Zaghloul, facing the sea, diligently plowing my way through Lawrence Durrell's Alexandria Quartet, when I heard another reminder of changed times: a throat clearing, a cough, and a tentative "allahu akbar." Somebody had set himself up with a loudspeaker in the square to conduct prayers. Men crossed the street to join him; minibuses pulled over and drivers jumped out. And for ten minutes, in answer to this makeshift call amid the azans from area mosques, men prayed on plastic mats, twenty feet away from There were oil paintings of autumnal Western landscapes, Arab horsemen against lurid orange hills and skies, and women of indeterminate ethnicity, captured in states between posing, pouting, lounging, and contemplating. There were assorted metal cups, trophies, browned family photos in frames, cigarette cases, and trinkets so corroded it was impossible to tell what metal they were made of.
Only gradually did it strike me what all this stuff was: the debris of the families who left Alexandria behind, after 1956. These were the true relics of the city's cosmopolitan past, now being bought up and absorbed into Egyptian homes, or bought for export and sent "back" to the West. Like Etienne Roboly, or like the families who had once owned them, these objects, at home in a cosmopolitan setting, now had to take sides.
Of course, one only needs to read Durrell, with his ethnocentric, neoOrientalist perspective on Egypt, to see why the city needed to be reclaimed, as Mahfouz put it, by its people-just as one only needs to survey Egypt's modern history, in thrall to Western informal and later formal empire, to understand why Nasser nationalized the Suez Canal. And the prayers by the Hotel Cecil, or the antique objects changing hands, show that some forms of cultural juxtaposition, even mixing, remain part of the present-day Alexandrian scene. But one lesson from all this is obvious: nation-states, as the briefest glance at twentieth-century history will confi rm, have often proved themselves to be hostile toward minority populations. Everybody knows that nationalism is not nice. Yet we have also been taught to see empires as evil things, which makes the second lesson-that empires have sometimes been more accommodating of difference than many independent nations-seem somewhat counterintuitive. Rather than looking at empire only as a force of division and control, segregating cultures according to racial or ethnic hierarchies, the history of Alexandria invites us to look at how empire may provide an umbrella of common security for people from a range of cultures to coexist, and at times even intermingle. 47 
